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 Abstract 
 
 How do magazines that target the Black community represent Black/African 
American
1
 female beauty within a society that pushes a Eurocentric beauty ideal? Are these 
publications affected by the dominant ideal, do they resist the ideal with their own Afrocentric 
beauty standards, or do they find some type of compromise between the two? In this thesis, I 
propose that these publications present a compromise between Eurocentric and Afrocentric 
ideals but to the detriment of Black/African American women. To investigate my research 
questions, I conducted a content analysis of the advertisements in three periods of time, 1968, 
1988, and 2008, in three lifestyle /news magazines that target the Black community: Jet, 
Essence, and Ebony. I looked at the beauty ideals represented in all three magazines by 
focusing on the hair type, skin color, and body shape and size of the Black/African American 
women portrayed. In addition I examined the historical context that supported the creation of 
these publications and these specific gendered and raced representations.  
 
Through a compromise  between   society’s  dominant  Eurocentric  beauty  ideal  and  an 
alternative   Afrocentric ideal, these magazines participated in a trade-off, in which features 
and aesthetics of both communities were represented by Black women in advertisements. 
While the typical interpretation of this analysis might focus solely on the positive attributes of 
these representations, I argue that these representations are harmful to Black female readers 
because they circumscribe what constitutes Black female beauty while at the same time 
                                                          
1
 I use the term Black/African American women along with Black women, and African American women throughout this paper to 
refer to women of African descent in the United States. I use the two together and separately to reflect that these women, including myself, are 
not just referred to using these terms interchangeably but also they may refer to themselves using both terms based on their audience. 
Depending on how one identifies, these terms are not synonymous, people within the African Diaspora may wish to identify using one or the 
other or some other term entirely, but in the literature I found that both terms were used to refer to this group.  
The Beauty Standard Trade-Off 3 
 
reinforcing negative ideas about physical  attributes  that  are  deemed  “too  Black” by 
the  dominant  ideals  of  a Eurocentric society. 
Introduction 
 
Beauty is a concept that is  extremely important in our culture, though not necessarily 
something that I believe is looked at critically often enough. Beauty is more often than not 
associated with vanity and the unnecessary. But, beauty is more than just vapid commercials, 
useless products, and shameless consumerism. Beauty, and what we see as beautiful as a 
culture, is connected to more than just physical appearance but also to our ideas about race, 
gender, and class. Furthermore, beauty is often used as a means of reinforcing the superiority or 
inferiority of certain physical traits linked to certain social groups.  Think of commercials for 
product companies such as Tresemme, Garnier Fructis, and Maybelline. Whose beauty do these 
commercials represent? How often are women of color, specifically Black women, represented 
in these advertisements and what do they look like? What color is their skin?  Is their hair styled 
in a short kinky afro or are they wearing it bone straight and long? Would they be considered 
plus size, curvy, or “bootylicious”? Are they smiling or scowling? What activities are they 
participating in? Are they the focus of these advertisements or do they find themselves 
somewhere in the background, barely visible next to a woman who more 
adequately  fits  our  society’s  standard  of  what  is  beautiful?  It is questions 
like  these,  which  lead   me to my assertion that our assumptions of what is beautiful are a 
product of the ideology of one dominant group (Rich and Cash 1993; Sypeck et al. 2006). 
This ideology then is used not only to continuously remind subordinate groups of their 
inherent inferiority, but also as a means of selling people quick fixes for their beauty concerns. 
The beauty industry is one that is extremely profitable, generating at least $330 billion 
worldwide in revenue as recently as 2011 (Jones 2011: 886). However, it is also an industry 
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that profits off of the insecurities of its customers trying to achieve an unattainable ideal 
through the purchase of goods such as makeup, hair products, creams, and pills. Being 
beautiful, which is dictated by the ever-changing tastes of our society, is something that very 
few people are able to achieve and maintain but the perks of being attractive are plentiful and 
seemingly endless (Averett and Korenman 1993; Weitz 2001: 673). For example, in the United 
States a beautiful woman might be considered someone with pale white skin, bright blue eyes, 
and long blonde hair. This aesthetic, although it does describe the phenotype of a portion of 
American society, is not necessarily achievable for the rest of the population without the aid of 
bleaching cream, colored contacts, and hair dye. However, if the woman first described 
receives perks, dates and job offers for example, for her physical looks this then convinces 
people that it is important to try and fit the standard, regardless of the physical or emotional 
pain one may go through to achieve that standard, because the standard is what is rewarded. 
 
A discussion of intersectionality is a critical element to add to this conversation on 
beauty. Because while discussions of beauty norms are increasingly becoming part of the 
public discourse, middle class white women tend to be the common reference point. 
Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (1986) calls for an intersectional approach in Sociology in her 
work on Black feminist thought. Hill Collins argues that Black women have a particular 
experience with social issues, such as their experience with beauty norms, because they are 
oppressed in American society not only because of their race but also because of their gender 
(1986:19). By looking at how Black/African American
 
women experience beauty, I aim to 
contribute to creating a more intersectional approach to the study of beauty in Sociology. 
Historically, Black female beauty is seen as something that does not exist in the same way that 
white female beauty does. Often when a Black woman is deemed beautiful by mainstream 
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American society it is partly due to the fact that she has traits, such as fairer skin or a smaller 
nose, more commonly linked to Western European white women and that form of beauty. 
African American women, who most closely resemble what American society sees as the 
typical phenotype of a Black woman, Oprah Winfrey as opposed to say Beyoncé for example, 
oftentimes are not seen as physically attractive by the mainstream and as a result may face 
obstacles due to their perceived unattractiveness. 
Empirical studies have been done on this subject such as the works of Makkar and 
Strube (1995) in which, with 60 college aged Black female participants, the authors found that 
Black women with positive perceptions of their Blackness were less likely to be negatively 
affected by Eurocentric beauty ideals (1560). Jefferson and Skate (2009) attempt to explore 
similar issues by looking at the differences in body image perceptions between 80 African 
American and 89 European American college aged women. The authors found that the 
European American women were more discontent with their bodies in comparison to their 
African American counterparts (Jefferson and Skate: 405). Although both of these studies find 
that in terms of body esteem, Black/African American women fare better than their white 
counterparts they fail to include a critical reading of how issues of race, class, and gender 
coincide to affect the Black/ African American female experience. They do not include enough 
analysis on how other factors, such as hair type and length, facial 
features, or  skin  tone  affect  Black/African  American  women’s   experience with beauty in the 
Western world. The authors also fail to look at how historical context plays a role in Black 
women’s acceptance of larger body sizes 
In her study of larger  Black   women, Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2005) finds that 
Black women of larger sizes, although respected in the African American community, are 
not necessarily loved in a romantic sense. They are often connected instead to the Mammy 
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stereotype created during slavery by the dominant group that denied Black women their 
beauty, humanity, and justified their enslavement (87).  The current literature on beauty 
does not seem to recognize the differences in experience between white and Black/African 
American women when it comes to mainstream beauty norms. This creates a gap in the 
literature in which scholars seem to promote the idea that what is the experience of white 
women is also the experience of nonwhite women. Though empirical studies do more to 
compare the differing experiences of white and Black/African American women, they do not 
take into account historical, political and social contexts that could contextualize their 
findings. Researchers also fail to investigate how other racial groups perceive or overlook 
Black/African American female beauty and how those perceptions influence the media. 
Finally, the current literature falls short because it does not explore how Black women are 
represented by other Black people, specifically in the form of media. It is this oversight that 
I use as my starting point for this thesis. 
Ideas about Black women and their innate lack of beauty in the Western world led to a 
certain type of representation in our media that reinforce negative stereotypes and beliefs. I 
choose to focus on media representation, specifically print advertisements, because it is a 
vehicle for disseminating our cultural ideals and beliefs (Glassner 1999; Hirschman and 
Thompson 1997; Binder 1993). By looking at media, in all of its forms, one can see what is 
valued and devalued in a culture just by looking at who is included or excluded and in what 
fashion. This is especially important since as an underrepresented group, Black/African 
American women may find fewer representations of themselves in the media overall in 
comparison to their white female counterparts (Jefferson and Skate 2009: 398). I explore these 
representations of Black women by focusing on representations of Black women in 
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advertisements in the print magazines Ebony, Jet and Essence. Looking at how these 
representations changed or stayed the same, over three periods in time ,1968, 1988 and 2008, I 
argue that the representations of Black female beauty in these magazines often do not 
subscribe to just an Afrocentric or Eurocentric ideal. Instead, I propose that there is a beauty 
standard trade-off in which the advertisements of Ebony, Jet, and Essence attempt to cater to 
both the Afrocentric beauty standard and the Eurocentric beauty standard.  
Although this compromise would seem a good one, seeing as it mirrors the identity of 
Black/African American women who are a mix of both African and American, in actuality 
these compromised representations create a formulaic and circumscribed model of Black 
female beauty. This beauty formula promoted by Ebony, Jet, and Essence instead of 
accurately representing the diversity of beauty within the Black female community, serves 
instead to create a limited definition of what a beautiful Black/African American woman 
looks like.  To begin my argument, I first look to the existing literature on what beauty is, what 
beauty ideals are, and what the current literature on beauty fails to include in its analysis. I then 
look to theory to explain not only the gaps in the existing literature but also as a way to connect 
what has already been said to the experiences of Black/African American women. Finally I 
will discuss what the literature articulates about what historical representations of Black 
women say about African American female experiences with beauty culture and how those 
understandings are tied to our modern knowledge of beauty. 
 
Where the literature has been: What is beauty? Why is it important? 
 
Much of the literature on beauty claims that it is a difficult concept to define due to 
varying cultural contexts and historical shifts. Although there is truth to these assertions, this 
does not mean that beauty is in any way a concept that encourages egalitarianism, allowing 
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different groups to all get their chance to be seen as the most attractive. Instead, beauty is a 
concept that inherently creates hierarchy and that has historically punished those who refuse or 
are not able to achieve its standards. The literature on beauty highlights two core concepts that 
constitute it: reference to the female form and exclusion. In their article investigating the 
pursuit of the perfect female body, Saltzberg and Chrisler (1997) state that when speaking of 
beauty one is always referring to the female form (135). This means that the idea of beauty is 
always imbued with certain gendered expectations of who will perform it. It is women, and not 
men, who have historically needed to live up to beauty standards. And, by insisting that beauty 
is female, and specifically the female body and not the mind, beauty standards and ideals have 
required that women continue to be judged by the labor they do to their physical bodies 
regardless of the gains they have made in other fields. 
 
This concept may be easier to understand and accept if there was some type of 
equivalent standard or judging system for men, and also if it operated outside of the binary 
male/female gender system.  But other than a few examples it seems that women are still left 
to perform beauty. One such example is the content analysis of fitness magazine covers done 
by Dworkin and Wachs (2009). In their study, the authors find that as fitness and health 
culture become more prevalent in the Western world, more and more men find themselves 
drawn into a world in which being physically attractive is now not just the realm of women 
but also men. These men find themselves trying to live up to body ideals that demand they 
look a certain way 
in  order  to  be  considered  “healthy”  and  beautiful.  Saltzberg  and  Chrisler  (1997)  explain  this 
dilemma of having to live up to an ideal by asserting that beauty and what is beautiful is never 
defined purposefully. The value of beauty is based on the fact that it is unattainable for certain 
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groups of people, whether that is because of class status, race, disability, sexual orientation, or 
a whole host of other determinants. Beauty ideals are constantly changing because they are 
ideals, which by definition are impossible to attain (135). They ensure that all women are 
excluded from the realm of the beautiful and are forced to strive to fit these definitions, but at 
the same time they set women up for failure. 
 
No one woman can embody all the beauty ideals that her culture 
 
subscribes to. It could be argued, then, that each woman in some way has failed to achieve 
true womanhood but in varying degrees of failure. Knowing what trying to achieve beauty 
entails, why don’t more  women  choose  to  reject the ideals of their particular cultures? This 
rejection does not happen as often as one might expect because beauty, even with its high 
costs, has many perks for those that can achieve it. In her work on how women use 
management of their beauty, in the 
form  of  their  hair,  to  accommodate  or  resist  normative  beliefs  about  women’s   ability to gain 
power, Weitz (2001) interviews 44 women to establish their experiences with their hair. 
Weitz finds that women deemed attractive reap many benefits, including more friends and 
better marriage prospects (673). 
 
Although it is well known that most of our current ideas about what is beautiful are 
unattainable for most women, the consequences for not attaining or refusing to strive for these 
ideals are dire. Beauty is gendered and closely tied to our ideas about what is masculine and 
what is feminine (Bartky 2002: 95). Beauty is exclusionary and historically has tried to enforce 
the idea that women are deficient (Bartky 2002: 100) and need to engage in beauty practice in 
order to be considered presentable to the public (Peiss 1996: 322). This close inspection of 
what being beautiful really entails shows that beauty becomes something important to study in 
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the field of sociology because it is part of our social realm and therefore not disconnected from 
the values that we have as a society. 
 
Although the literature raises important points about what beauty is and what 
cultural beliefs and values it enforces, what is missing is a critical analysis of how race 
specifically complicates how women experience beauty. Oftentimes, the literature refers to 
the experiences of women as if they are a monolithic group. As a result, the literature 
generalizes the experiences of all women when they usually are speaking of the experiences 
of a select, prominent few, mainly white, middle class women. Even Weitz’s (2001) study 
which interviewed a group of 44 diverse women had a sample that was still over fifty 
percent white (671). To explain why this trend exists in the literature but also to find a way 
to connect the salient points that the existing literature makes to the experiences of 
Black/African American women, I turn to theories that contextualize what the literature on 
beauty says. 
 
Contextualizing the Literature: Theoretical Concepts 
 
These four theories that are prevalent within the current literature about Black women 
and their experiences with beauty highlight the many ways in which their experiences can be 
read and placed in a historical context. Although the literature I talked about in the beginning 
remains  relevant to the subject matter, its lack of intersectionality makes it necessary to bring 
in the works and theories of others. These other theoretical concepts help supplement and 
elucidate arguments about beauty that previously dealt mostly with white women and their 
experiences. By blending the two groups of thought, I believe that this is an accurate way to 
describe the lived experiences of an underrepresented group. The first three theories, cultural 
hegemony, social constructionism, and social comparison, all explain how American society has 
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come to see the beauty standards that we have today as facts. They also explain how and why 
these norms are perpetuated and maintained even in communities, like the Black community, in 
which the standards are generally unattainable.  The last two theories, standpoint and Afrocentric 
theory, serve as rejections of the standards that the first three theories explain. Standpoint and 
Afrocentric theory serve to explain how and why those who have historically been 
underrepresented in the literature add an intersectional and contextualized perspective to the 
current literature on beauty. 
 
Cultural Hegemony 
 
In her work on the experiences of working-class African American women who frequent 
the same hair salon, Battle-Walter’s (2004) uses Marx to explain  how  those  who  control the 
means of production also control dominant ideas. This idea connects to the concept of cultural 
hegemony which relates to how dominant groups gain power. Based off of the writings of 
Antonio Gramsci, cultural 
hegemony  asserts  that  groups  with  prestige  are  spontaneously  given  ‘consent’  or  power by 
those beneath them. This then means that whatever the group in power deems to be normal, 
good or correct will be accepted by the masses, because the group in power controls everything 
(Jackson Lears 1985: 568). In terms of our ideas about beauty, cultural hegemony is an 
important concept because it can accurately explain why Eurocentric ideals and Eurocentric 
readings of these ideals continue to dominate academic literature. Historically groups that have 
held prestige, for example those that are white, Western and upper class, have been able to 
determine our beauty ideals. The reality  of  those  in  charge  becomes  everyone’s  reality   even in 
fields that are supposed to be objectively and critically analyzing our world. By investigating 
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the role of cultural hegemony, investigating what beauty is becomes more than just what is 
beauty for white women and how beauty ideals negatively affect white women.  
Social Constructionism 
 
Closely related to the theory of cultural hegemony is the idea of social 
constructionism. Described by author Brenda Allen (2010) in an article dealing with why 
Black women see their hair the way they do, social constructionism is the thought that all 
that is important in our lives originates from specific relationships. This then means that the 
world that we know is not an objective reality, but instead one molded by any and all 
relationships we have in our lives (68). Those in power have been able to structure these 
relationships even though we as individuals may not have any personal relationship with this 
dominant group in our everyday lives. These groups have the ability to structure what we 
consider our world. As a result social constructionism becomes an important theory to use 
when investigating the issue of beauty ideals. If what the group in power deems beautiful is 
also what the majority ends up seeing as beautiful, regardless if the majority can feasibly 
attain these ideals, then it is important to recognize that these ideals are not just innate 
preferences that everyone in an entire society just happens to hold. 
 
Think of what in America is considered beautiful. For instance, why is it that long, 
blonde hair is seen as a desirable trait for women? Or light colored eyes, when they belong to a 
white person or even a person of color, are considered more beautiful than dark colored eyes? 
Moreover,  why  is  it  that  a  blonde  haired,  light  eyed  person  is  thought  to  have  an  “All-
American”   look?  These “cultural preferences”  for  certain  traits  are  not  random. Beauty 
ideals  are not objective but part of a larger power structure. This structure commands the 
consent of those that are not in power and at the same time disenfranchises these people. 
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Cultural hegemony and social constructionism are important for understanding how beauty 
ideals marginalize Black women by revealing that our society is inherently unequal and built to 
favor the preferences and beliefs of one group over all others. But they also beg the question 
that if we know that our society is constructed by the realities of a few why then do we 
continue to subscribe to these ideas when we could reject them? 
 
Social Comparison Theory 
 
Social comparison theory explains then why Black women, and Black people in 
general, would still try to attain these Eurocentric beauty ideals even when they are aware that 
they are unattainable and not necessarily the most beautiful. Social comparison theory dictates 
that people strive to evaluate themselves, their abilities, their level of attractiveness, their 
intelligence, etc., by comparing themselves to other people as a means of evaluation. Because 
of the importance of this evaluation through comparison, fitting into the group becomes 
extremely important and people will change themselves in various ways in order to fit more 
harmoniously. Those who do not do these things face rejection from the all-important group 
(Goethals 1986: 262). Social comparison theory is useful in a study of Black women and 
beauty ideals because it explains why, when many Black women cannot achieve the 
Eurocentric ideal based on the visible difference of their hair and skin tones, they still attempt 
to attain it (Thompson 2009: 838). The importance of groups in this society can be connected 
to what rewards one can gain when associated with a group. Looking back at Weitz (2001) 
this is evidenced, but the importance of the group can be found throughout the literature. 
 
For  example,  Haidarali’s  (2007)  work on  representations  of  Black  women  in  post-
World War II America shows that many Black operated magazines produced the images they 
did in order to support the notion to the larger public that Black people deserved their rights, or 
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inclusion into the group that was American society. Lester (2010) recounts that when his 
daughter finally straightened her curly hair, imitating her Black idols that did the same, 
suddenly everyone could not stop talking about her hair. It even went as far as one of her 
teachers pulling her to the front of the room to fawn over her new hairdo (131-2). These 
strategies are used because when one is alienated from the group for not fitting in, in this case 
for not trying to conform to beauty standards or being unable to, the consequence of rejection 
affects every aspect of their lives. Women who are not beautiful do not reap the rewards that 
their attractive counterparts do. For Black women, this means that trying to conform to 
Eurocentric beauty ideals is more than just vanity, but also a means of survival in a society that 
actively continues to deny them. How should we understand how Black/African American fit 
into the literature on beauty and why is this important for Sociology? To answer those 
questions, I turn to two theories that focus on bringing the experiences of Black women to the 
forefront. 
 
Standpoint Theory 
 
Recognizing that our societies are formed not by our individual realities but instead 
based on the wants and needs of specific, prominent groups, standpoint theory attempts to 
reject  those  groups  and  instead  include  the  experiences  of  the  “masses”  or  those who 
spontaneously give consent to prominent groups. It argues that the ideas and beliefs of those at 
the top both organize and limit how much they can understand the world outside of their own 
reality (Harding 1993: 55). The theory explains that the circumstances of a person’s life 
 influence their perspective (Patton 2006: 32). Therefore those in dominant groups creating the 
literature on this subject may not recognize their positionality and as a result what gets studied 
within the academy and what is excluded is greatly influenced by this blinding. Standpoint 
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theory focuses on including all people and perspectives, specifically the ideas of those who 
are not in the dominant group, as a way of overturning this status quo. There is a tendency 
within the academy to study down, in terms of privilege and status, as opposed to studying up. 
Although it is important to study these groups and how they are affected by the structuring of 
our society, this tendency becomes problematic when instead of hearing from the 
underrepresented groups themselves we hear about their experiences filtered through the lens 
of someone from a more dominant group. Especially when the researcher or author from the 
dominant group neglects to recognize the position they hold in relation to the issues they are 
studying. 
By including the perspectives of the people being studied, standpoint theory does not 
automatically ensure that all bias suddenly disappears, but it does allow for the people who 
have lived the experience to be heard first.  When  thinking  about  Black/African America 
women’s experiences with beauty standpoint theory is important because who else knows 
what it means to be Black and female, in many different iterations, better than Black women 
(Collins 1989: 747)? This framework allows for those who have historically been silenced 
not only by racism but also by sexism, to tell their stories as opposed to having their stories 
told by those who do not have to live them and therefore cannot fully express them in the 
same way a Black woman can. 
Standpoint theory also promotes the necessity of looking not just at the historical 
context in knowledge development but also at the everyday experiences of the subject. These 
experiences are then put into the context of the historical period (Allen, Orbe, and Olivas 
1999: 408-9). According to this theory, the minutiae are not irrelevant but connected to much 
larger social structures that can give us clues about our society. In terms of beauty, standpoint 
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theory helps highlight that the things that are often seen as mundane, in this case the 
hairstyling and skincare practices of African American women, are connected to our shared 
beliefs about beauty. As a result, the type of comb that an African American woman would 
use on her hair is not irrelevant, or whether or not she straightens her hair on a regular basis is 
not beside the point, but as Rooks (1996) noted politicized and with specific vital historical 
context. These beauty rituals are not just relevant because they make people look pretty, but 
also because they represent a large part of African American female identity. 
 
Afrocentric Theory 
 
I found Afrocentric theory as the next logical step to explain why it is so important to 
place the experiences of Black/African American women themselves at the forefront when 
investigating their understanding of beauty. Asante (1990, 1991) describes the concept of 
centricity as an idea that is applicable to any culture and in essence is a way of teaching 
people about themselves by placing their culture and their society in the center of the context 
of knowledge (Asante 1990: 12; Asante 1991: 171). By placing one group in the center of the 
context of knowledge to teach them about their relation to the world around them, centricity 
can also create a sense of superiority within the group being taught, therefore becoming a 
prominent group, and inferiority within those who are outside of this group, therefore 
becoming the masses that spontaneously give consent. As a result groups in power through 
education continuously learn about themselves as being the better group and therefore most fit 
to dictate what constitutes the norm for everyone else. Those outside the dominant group, 
conversely, continue to learn about themselves as lacking justifying in their minds, as well as 
in the minds of the superior groups, their subordination. 
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Looking at Afrocentric theory through the context of education is important even when 
looking at beauty because education is more than just the books we read or the classes we 
attend. We learn about our world and our societal norms inside the classroom but also outside  
of it. Asante (1991) argues that in the American context education is not centric at all, but 
instead Eurocentric. This means that instead of learning about the world using the experiences 
of all Americans as the center for the context of knowledge, including the experiences of 
marginalized groups, this education system uses the experiences of white Europeans as the 
center. Consequently, white students learn about themselves as the center while all other 
groups learn about themselves as those that have historically been acted upon by white people 
(Asante 1991: 171). Like our education system, our beauty ideals are not centric. They uphold 
the idea that white, and the physical features associated with whiteness, is the most beautiful 
and everything else is lacking in varying degrees. The women who do not fit this Eurocentric 
beauty ideal, much like the women who refused to conform to beauty standards as discussed 
by Weitz (2001) and Bartky (2002), may then find themselves blamed for their failure to live 
up to ideals that may be physically impossible to achieve. 
Afrocentric theory then becomes a way to move the European standard from the center 
or top of our knowledge and instead align it with other ways of seeing and experiencing the 
world outside of the norms and values of the western European world (Patton 2006: 33). Using 
Afrocentric theory, which centers the experiences of those within the African Diaspora, when 
analyzing the experiences that Black women have with beauty creates a study in which Black 
women are not passive objects. But instead, a study in which Black women direct their own 
story. Afrocentric theory then can explain the tendency for research, and much of the literature 
I encountered, about the experiences of Black women to be directed less by the person doing 
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the studying but instead lead more by the personal narratives of the women being studied.  
This active choice of centering Black women, engaging both standpoint and Afrocentric 
theory, has the effect of equalizing the knowledge we have in this field and creating context for 
where the literature has been and why. 
 
What then is beauty for Black/African American women? 
 
For Black/African American women, experiences with beauty have a specific racial, 
historical, and gendered context that is important to think about when speaking of how they 
specifically are affected by beauty. In her exploration of how Eurocentric beauty ideals affect 
Black women, Patton (2006) stresses that our current notions of beauty are defined by 
hegemonic expectations (24). As mentioned by Saltzberg and Chrisler (1997) beauty ideals are 
those which are constantly changing and therefore ensuring that not everyone can be beautiful. 
When applying these ideas to African American women a double bind is created. Patton (2006) 
argues that this is because in American society, at least, Black women were never seen as 
being particularly beautiful. This means that Black women must not only attempt to conform to 
ideals that may literally be impossible to achieve but also they must attempt to assert that they 
are women in the first place (25-26). As embodiments of everything that is the opposite of 
beautiful white women, Black women were historically forced to find ways to assert their 
beauty, and as a result their femininity and identities as women, through other avenues. For 
Black women, those other avenues include skin color, body shape and size, and the styling and 
care of their hair 
 
Skin 
 
Skin color for African Americans is a particular, very important physical sign of 
difference between themselves and the larger white community. The darker skin tones of 
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Black peoples have historically been used to denigrate them and justify their unequal 
treatment throughout the years. These harmful ideas were then absorbed by the Black 
community itself. Neal and Wilson (1989) attribute these attitudes to interracial sex 
during slavery in which relations between Black people, generally Black women and 
their White masters or overseers, would result in biracial children. These children, often 
called mulattoes, were then given certain privileges because of their heritage during 
slavery and afterwards. Their more Eurocentric features, such as straight or loosely curly 
hair, thin noses, and light colored skin, began to be seen as good traits while more 
Afrocentric features, such as thick lips, kinky hair, and dark skin, were seen as bad traits 
(325-326). Once taken up by the Black community, these beliefs were slightly changed 
to in a sense reject a fully Eurocentric or Afrocentric standard. In the Black community, 
although light skin was highly favored and dark skin was seen as a disappointment, the 
best skin color to be was somewhere in the middle. Described by 
Cayton  and  Drake  (1945)  in  their  study  of  Chicago’s   Bronzeville neighborhood, the best 
shade to be was a variation of medium brown. Even better was the woman who was 
brown-skinned but with other Eurocentric features such as a thin nose and “good hair” 
(503-504). These ideas are echoed in the works of Hunter (1998), Hughes and Hertel 
(1990), and Hunter (2002) which find that lighter skin tones are still heavily associated 
with people being of a higher socioeconomic class status as well as being more 
attractive. Neal and Wilson assert that these assumptions about skin color and beauty 
disproportionately affect Black women because of the importance of physical 
attractiveness for women that our society dictates that at the same time asserts that Black 
women are inherently unattractive because of their Blackness (328). 
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Hair 
Often combined with skin color, as shown by Cayton and Drake, hair is another site 
used to determine Black female beauty. 
As  Weitz  found  in  her  study,  a  woman’s  hair  will  always   affect how others respond to her and 
this increases or decreases the power she holds. When a woman refuses to do this she risks 
losing whatever power she has gained through this strategy (683). Because our ideas about 
women insinuate that women are comparable to decorative objects, many women are forced to 
gain power by using their physical bodies regardless of their other achievements. For many 
African American women, this task may be more difficult to achieve because they are not 
usually deemed attractive. There are exceptions to this idea, but many times these attractive 
Black women are those that more closely resemble the Eurocentric ideal. For many Black 
women, their hair, because of its texture, is seen as a particular site of “otherness”, 
this  then  makes hair  for  Black women an important part of how they navigate the world. 
For African Americans hair type, much like skin color, has a particular link to slavery. 
Those children from the unions of white people and Black people, along with being praised 
for their skin color were often praised for their hair type and texture. The hair of these 
children was thought to be better because it was not as kinky, but often times loosely curly or 
even straight. This type of hair better emulated the Eurocentric beauty standard (Patton 2006: 
26) and along with the right skin tone and facial features defined a specific kind of acceptable 
attractiveness for Black women within the community and outside it. Those women who try 
to break this norm, generally by wearing their hair in its natural state or in a natural style, 
such as braids, locs or a kinky afro, face the consequence of being seen as less attractive. 
Neal and Wilson argue that the Black is beautiful movement although in some ways did 
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challenge the Eurocentric norm of straight or loosely curly hair, did not dismantle it (1989: 
327). Instead, the dominant beauty norms prevailed. 
 
Body Shape and Size 
 
Added to skin color and hair type is the concept of body shape and size for 
Black women. Makkar and Strube (1995) and Jefferson and Skate (2009) asserted that in 
comparison to their white counterparts, Black women were more likely to show higher 
body esteem. Molloy and Herzberger (1998) argue similar points, but all the analyses 
lack explanation of the historical context that create such mindsets in Black women. 
Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2003) touches on historical context in her article on the 
relationship between women and weight. Finding often times Black women who are 
seen as heavier set, though respected are also desexualized and de-feminized.  This 
again  is  connected  to  Black  women’s  treatment  during  slavery, in which a heavier set, 
dark-skinned Mammy often represented deviance from Eurocentric beauty and moral 
ideals (87). Therefore a larger Black woman, although she may hold high body esteem, 
may not be looked at as physically valuable by the larger society. This dissonance 
between what the larger woman sees and what the larger society believes, then 
influences how Black female beauty, through skin color, body shape and size, and hair 
is represented in the media. 
Media Representations of Black/African American Women 
 
As stated previously, I believe that media is useful for more than just its entertainment 
value, but also as a site for investigating the cultural beliefs and values of a society. In 
examining the relationship Black women have with beauty, the literature argues that media 
representations become an important part of the conversation. An important part of how Black 
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women have been viewed in America is how Black women have been represented by the 
mainstream, mostly white and male, media. Much like how the theories of cultural hegemony 
and social constructionism explain who shapes our realities, Battle-Walters (2004) uses Marx 
to argue that those who controlled the media also controlled how Black women were portrayed 
and very rarely were these images positive or even logical (45). Images of Black women in this 
media do not represent them as they truly are but as racialized and gendered stereotypes, the 
two most commons tropes being Mammy and Jezebel. Neither the Mammy nor the Jezebel 
characters are particularly beautiful or feminine women in terms of white American standards. 
Mammy represents an asexual caregiver and worker who most always is overweight, 
something that continues to be seen as a hindrance to beauty in American society (Dworkin and 
Wachs 2009). Her body, which by no means is dainty or feminine, is always that of a physical 
and emotional laborer. Jezebel, although extremely sexualized, also is not beautiful because she 
does not conform to the idea of female sexual purity and is available to any man at all times. In 
comparison  to  her  white  counterparts,  Jezebel’s  sexual  availability  also  means  that  she  is  dama
ged goods and therefore unattractive. 
Given the poor representation of Black women historically in mainstream media, it 
would seem safe to assume that Black representations were also denigrating seeing as many 
Black people had bought into the idea of their inferiority. However, this was not the case. 
Rooks (1996) finds that when Black women were representing themselves in advertisements 
there was no mention of how their hair texture, skin color, or body shape and size made them 
less worthy than their white equivalents (42). Black representations of Black women, unlike 
mainstream representations, presented images in which Black women were not told that they 
were naturally defective. Instead they marketed their products in ways in which suggested 
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Black women could assert their identities independently of white society but also of their 
African American male counterparts. 
This does not mean that all representations of Black women made by other Black 
people were completely unproblematic. There is the case of Madame CJ Walker, whose entire 
fortunewas  built  on  the  straightening  comb  meant  to  remove  the  curls  in  one’s  hair  that  were   
seen  as  a   distinct marker of African heritage. As well as the use of presentations of respectable 
African American womanhood in Black owned and operated magazines as a means of gaining 
equality in post-World War II America (Haidarali 2007: 149). Black owned and operated 
magazines, like Ebony and Jet, promoted for Black people in the 20
th 
century what the 
advertisements created in the 19
th 
century did for Black women, present images not of 
inferiority but of normalcy (Haidarali 2007: 154). These images, which were not largely 
consumed by white American audiences, provided a space in which Black Americans could 
affirm that they deserved the same rights as white people because they engaged and consumed 
in the same manner that white people did. Haidarali points out that although uplifting, and of a 
completely different bent than the historical images of Blacks promoted by whites, these 
magazines were still problematic because they pushed for consumption as a pathway towards 
equal rights. Black women could be just as good as white women as long as they learned to 
consume, and partake in beauty rituals, in similar ways to their white counterparts. In this case 
the buying of goods, products which in reality probably do not work as well as they are 
advertised to, becomes paramount. Allowing people to forget that beauty ideals are just veiled 
promotions of the prevalent racial, gendered, and classed beliefs of a dominant society. 
Beauty is a complicated concept with no stated definition, but with many implied 
meanings and very real consequences for those who do not partake in its rituals and 
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norms. The current literature on the subject of beauty provides important insight as to why 
studying beauty, beauty culture, and ideals are relevant contributions to the field of 
sociology but what is missing from the conversation is intersectionality. Specifically for 
Black/African American women in the United States, beauty has historical and political 
context and takes on an important role in defining their womanhood when historically 
they have been denied it. For Black/ African American women, hair and skin color, which 
most often clearly define them as the  “other”,  become  the  signifiers  of  their  beauty and 
one of the few ways they can take part in American beauty culture.  Through this review, 
I have made a connection between the literature on beauty and the literature dealing with 
the lived experiences of Black/African American women. I have done this as an attempt 
to close the gap that exists between the important concepts that have already been raised 
in the literature about beauty and how those concepts are connected to gendered, raced, 
and exclusionary ideas. 
Although I was able to find literature that dealt with beauty and literature that dealt with 
African American women, I was disappointed that I was not able to find literature that 
combined the two more often.  I felt that many of the gaps lay in the fact that there was a split 
between writings by white women and writings by people of color. While the writings that I 
highlighted by white women made salient points I felt that they most often focused 
on  just  white  women’s  experiences  with  beauty and insinuated that their findings were 
applicable for all women. While some  of  these writings may  have mentioned poor women 
(Weitz 2001; Bartky 2002) and women of color (Weitz 2001), they often seemed more like an 
afterthought.  Empirical research seemed more inclusive of Black female experience, but again 
like the theoretical works, there was little connection made to the historical and social 
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contexts that make Black/African American experience of beauty ideals different than the 
experiences of white women. I also would have liked to have found more articles dealing with 
the often times elaborate relationship that many women may have with beauty. As Weitz 
(2001) showed women’s   relationship to beauty ideals is not black and white, but more of a 
grey area. I felt that a lot of the literature, both written by white people and by people of color, 
denounced beauty ideals as all bad. They are problematic and have a history of reinforcing 
ideals associated with exclusion, but I feel that it may not be that easy for all women of 
different race, class statuses, and sexual orientations to make this same judgment and reject 
beauty rituals as a strategy of resistance. We still live in a society in which it is necessary for 
many women to negotiate their place in world by using a blend of their intelligence as well as 
their physical attractiveness. 
For Black women, beauty is a means of asserting their personhood in a society that has 
historically denied  them  this  right. Theory can .explain  why  Black  women’s  experiences have 
historically been minimized or excluded because of the dominant forces at play within the 
academy as well as in our society. Historically representations of Black women have been 
degrading or completely void of their voices and lived experiences. By incorporating authors 
and theories that  specifically  deal  with  how  those  who  are  “othered”  navigate a discriminatory 
system then becomes an important form of fighting said system. Taking historical 
representations and ideas about Black women and their beauty into account, then leads me to the 
question what do modern Black representations, in the form of advertisements in magazines 
targeting Black audiences, say about Black women and their form of beauty? How do these 
messages play an important role in conforming to or fighting against dominate Eurocentric, 
American, and gendered ideas. 
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Research Methods 
 
To answer the questions of how Black magazines represent Black female beauty in 
advertisements and how those representations are influenced by or fight against Eurocentric 
beauty ideals, I wanted to look at three periods of popular Black magazines. I chose Ebony, 
Essence, and Jet magazine as my sources for this content analysis. As of 2012, these three 
publications have over 3.1 million subscribers in total making them some of the largest and 
most recognizable magazines dealing specifically with the Black experience in America and in 
some cases in the Diaspora (Alliance for Audited Media 2012). I then chose the years 1968, 
1988, and 2008 as my time periods to investigate Black female representation in each 
magazine.  
I selected 1968 as my first period of study because it was the year that Martin Luther 
King Jr., one of the leaders of the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, was 
assassinated causing mass unrest in the country.  The 1960s  and 1970s  were  also 
the   beginning  of  the  “Black  is  beautiful”   movement.  “Black is beautiful” was a  change in 
the thinking of African Americans, and later Black peoples of the Diaspora, about their 
cultural heritage. The movement rejected European aesthetics, such as straight hair and fair 
skin, for more Afrocentric ones, such as kinky hair and darker skin. Claiming one’s Blackness 
was no longer shameful but something to be encouraged and embraced (Deloch-Hughes 
2012). I hypothesized that the magazines in these years would feature the most Afrocentric 
representations of Black female beauty as a reflection of the gains that Black people were 
making around the world. 
I chose 1988, not only because it is a twenty year passage of time between 1968 and my 
final period of investigation 2008, but also because it represents a time in which many of the 
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advancements of African Americans allowed by Civil Rights were taken away. Under the 
presidency of Ronald Reagan, although Martin Luther King Day became a national holiday, 
Black people suffered greatly from his policies which defunded and demonized social welfare 
programs. These programs generally had aided in advancing African Americans by providing 
job training as well as food and housing (Davidson 2004). Seeing that this period in time aided 
in the further disenfranchisement of Black people, I hypothesized that representations of Black 
women  in these  advertisements  would  also  reflect 
a  distancing  from  the  previous  “Black  is  beautiful”   ideals of the 1960s and 70s. I thought that 
as the years progressed and the Civil Rights movement came to an end, depictions of Black 
women would represent a change from what was considered the radical representations of the 
1960s to a more muted and conformist representation that mirrored the economic and social 
challenges of the 1980s. 
 
Finally, I chose 2008 because it is the year that the United States saw the election of 
the first biracial President, Barack Obama. Often lauded as the beginning of a new era, many 
people, both Black and white, saw and continue to see the election of Barack Obama as the 
commencement of a post-racial America. An America in which racism is no longer relevant, 
because if a majority white country can elect a Black man as their leader, that must mean that 
Black people as a whole have finally reached a point in which past discrimination no longer 
has any bearing on  the community’s  ability to succeed  in  the  future.  Although I do not believe 
that Obama’s election has led to anything near a “post-racial” society, I wanted to look at what 
effect ideas like these may have had on the representation of Black women in Ebony, Essence 
and Jet. I hypothesized that there would be somewhat  of 
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a return  to  the  ideals  of  “Black  is  beautiful”,  almost  an 180˚  turn  from  the   representations of 
the 1980s. 
To prove or disprove my hypotheses, I looked at 197 issues of Jet, Ebony, and Essence 
magazines. There were 52 issues of Jet in 1968, 52 in 1988, and 41 in 2008. For Ebony there 
were 12 issues in each year for a total of 36 issues and for Essence, there were 12 issues for 
1988 and 4 issues for 2008 for a total of 16. Because Jet is a weekly publication, it has the most 
issues, but they are also the shortest in comparison to Ebony and Essence. For each magazine, I 
coded magazine covers and advertisements that featured an adult Black/African American 
woman and looked at how their hair, skin color, and body shape and size were presented. In Jet 
there were 213 advertisements that featured Black/African American adult women in 1968, 
724 advertisements in 1988, and 428 advertisements in 2008. Ebony had 532 advertisements in 
1968, 520 advertisements in 1988, and 411 advertisements in 2008. Essence had 523 
advertisements in 1988, and 146 advertisements in 2008. Not all of the advertisements featured 
all three elements I was looking for. For instance an advertisement may have featured the hair 
and skin color of a woman but only showed her face and not her body. These types of ads were 
still included in the analysis and coded for the information they provided on the other two 
elements. The magazines were accessed through Google Books, which has uploaded full issues 
of Ebony and Jet through 2008, as well as in print form and microfilm. For my coding scheme 
I determined what constituted a woman with light skin (Figure 1), medium brown skin (Figure 
2), and dark skin (Figure 3). (For further examples see Appendix A). 
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Figure 1: Light skinned woman 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=4K4DAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=
gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1988- November 7
th 
Cover Image, Singer Sade 
 
 
Figure 2: Medium brown skinned woman 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony September 1988- Cover Image, Singer Gladys Knight 
 
Figure 3: Dark skinned woman 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony July 2008- Cover Image, Athlete Serena Williams 
 
I did the same for hair type as well as body shape and size. Hair type I divided into three 
categories, straight hair (Figure 4), kinky hair (for this research defined as not straightened or 
loosened through the use of chemicals or tools and including locs and braided styles)(Figure 5), 
and curly hair (Figure 6). (For further examples see Appendix A).  
 
Figure 4: Straight Hair 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=B6IDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_su
mmary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1988-October 10
th
 Raveen Hair Relaxer Advertisement, Model Unknown 
 
Figure 5: Kinky Hair 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=PDgDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=g
bs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1968- August 29
th
 Cover Image, Model Abbey Lincoln 
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Figure 6: Curly Hair 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=hzsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gb
s_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008- May 26
th
 Nivea Body Lotion Advertisement, Models Unknown 
 
For body shape and size, I divided women into two categories either average size (Figure 7) or 
plus size (Figure 8). (For further examples see Appendix A). Once coded, I compiled the 
information from each magazine in data tables (See Appendix B), adding totals for each year 
for each particular category. 
Figure 7: Average Size 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=BTgDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source
=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1968- October 3
rd
 Cover Image, Model Tina Anderson 
 
Figure 8: Plus Size 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony January 2008- Cover Image, Oprah with actor Denzel Washington 
 
Background Information on Magazine Cases 
Ebony and Jet are sister magazines, both founded by African American John H. 
Johnson through his publishing company Johnson Publishing started in 1942. The largest 
African American owned publishing company in the world, Johnson got the idea to create the 
company and a magazine focused on Black issues, Ebony in 1945 and Jet in 1951 along with 
many others, while working for the Supreme Liberty Life Insurance Company (National 
Visionary Leadership Project). In a video interview before his death in 2005, Johnson states 
that while growing up as a Black man in America, Black owned and operated newspapers 
provided images to him of his race, but at the same time these images of Black people’s lives 
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in America were not always positive or very happy. As a result, he was inspired to create a 
magazine that looked at the positive  aspects  of  Black  life, specifically of Black success, 
in  America. As he states, “The  first  time  I   ever saw a Black person in print in a tuxedo 
was  in  Ebony…”  (Visionary Project 2010). Desiree Rogers, former White House social 
secretary, is the current CEO of Johnson Publishing. 
 
Essence magazine was founded by Essence Communications Inc, started in 1969 and 
originally called the Hollingsworth Group, by Edward Lewis, Clarence O. Smith, Cecil 
Hollingsworth, Jonathan Blount and Denise M. Clark. The first issue was published in 1970. 
One of the founders, Edward Lewis stated he felt the need to create the magazine after the 
assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in April of 1968. Unlike Jet and Ebony whose focus 
was on the African American community as a whole, Essence specifically focuses on Black 
female experiences in America. Former longtime editor-in-chief Susan L. Taylor stated that 
the magazine was created as a means of uplifting Black women who would in turn uplift the 
Black community in America. A large challenge faced by Essence was finding advertisers 
willing to sell their products to Black consumers, who generally made less money than their 
white counterparts, as well as advertisers willing to use Black models in their advertisements 
to put in Essence (Pederson 1999). Although Essence is now the preeminent lifestyle magazine 
for Black women (Essence, 2013), in 2005 one of the founders, Edward Lewis, sold the 
publication to Time Inc. As a result, although there are still Black editors and staff, Essence is 
currently under white ownership (Gaynor 2013). Although these three publications now are 
under very different management, the creation of all three magazine was heavily influenced by 
the struggles of Black Americans in the United States between the end of slavery and the 
advent of institutionalized Civil Rights. 
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Results and Discussion 
 
I initially hypothesized that all three magazines would advertise a more Eurocentric 
vision of Black female beauty. That is, I assumed that a majority of the women presented in 
the advertisements in these magazines would be light skinned, possibly with light colored 
eyes, have long straight or loosely wavy/curly dark colored hair, and would be thin. Generally, 
these women would look racially ambiguous enough to appease Eurocentric tastes while still 
being somewhat recognizable as Black women. Equally, I also thought that there would be a 
historical shift, with more representations of the aesthetic of “Black is Beautiful” in 1968, 
more conformist representations of Black beauty in 1988, and a return to “Black is Beautiful” 
in 2008. However, my initial hypothesis was proved incorrect by the data in all three periods 
of advertisements from each of the magazines. Instead of my original hypothesis, I found what 
I would call a blending of both Eurocentric and Afrocentric beauty ideals in 1968, 1988, and 
2008. A sort of middle ground that pandered more to Afrocentric tastes but still included 
certain elements of Eurocentric standards of beauty. I saw this middle ground, which from 
here on shall be referred to as the beauty standard trade-off, in all three of the variables I 
looked at, hair type, skin color, and body shape and size. By beauty standard trade-off, I mean 
that these representations of Black female beauty often seemed to make concessions to 
appease both Eurocentric and Afrocentric ideals. A sort of trade-off, in which both ideals were 
simultaneously represented but in many instances still privileged a more Eurocentric ideal. 
 
Although in each time period there were variations in terms of presentation of skin color, 
hair type, and body shape and size, and part of my hypothesis about changes in representations 
was supported, the beauty standard trade-off was stronger. For instance in terms of hair type, 
when looking at representations of kinky hair I had hypothesized that there would be more 
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representations of the “Black is the Beautiful” aesthetic in the form of kinky hairstyles such as 
afros and braids in 1968 and 2008 than in 1988. In Ebony, there were 40 representations of 
kinky hair in 1968, 24 representations in 1988 and 62 representations in 2008. For Essence there 
were 29 representations in 1988 versus 30 in 2008 and in Jet there were 29 representations in 
1968, 12 in 1988 and 70 in 2008 (See Appendix B). This supports my hypothesis that there were 
more representations of the “Black is Beautiful” aesthetic in 1968 and 2008, but at the same 
time the beauty standard trade-off was upheld in each period. Straight hair was the most 
prevalent in each year and in each magazine, with representations of straight hair generally 
numbering in the hundreds. (See Appendix B).  
In terms of body shape and size, I saw that Eurocentric representations were much more 
prevalent than the perceived Afrocentric standard of a heavier set woman being the most 
beautiful.  Plus size women are underrepresented in all magazines for all time periods. There 
was an increase in the number of plus sized women represented in Ebony, Jet, and Essence 
between 1968 and 2008, but this increase was always below the number of average sized 
women represented. Even in Essence of 2008 and Jet of 2008 which were not fully coded for the 
year, it is very clear that there are far greater representations of the average size woman than the 
plus sized woman (See Appendix B). This goes against Makkar and Strube (1995) and Jefferson 
and Skate’s research (2009) and falls more closely in line with the research of Beauboeuf-
Lafontant (2005). Makkar, Strube, Jefferson, and Skate found that Black women had higher 
body esteem than their white female counterparts, but these authors failed to include an 
investigation of the historical and social context that would influence their results. My data 
shows, that although there is an idea that Black women have higher body esteem and therefore 
may be more likely to be okay with being “fat” in theory, in practice much like the results of 
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Beauboeuf-Lafontant, body shapes and size that transgress Eurocentric norms are not highly 
valued socially. 
I was most surprised when looking at the data for skin color. I had believed that all the 
magazines would feature advertisements that most heavily showcased Black women with light 
skin, and although these women were featured, most often medium brown women were shown 
in advertisements. In Ebony of 1988 there were 320 medium brown women to 238 light 
skinned women. In Ebony of 2008 there were 357 medium brown women to 146 light skinned 
women. In Essence of 1988 there were 383 medium brown women to 222 light skinned 
women, while in Essence of 2008 there were 120 medium brown women to 53 light skinned 
women. Finally in Jet of 1968 there were 135 to 107 medium brown to light skinned, in 1988 
480 to 278 medium brown to light skinned, and in 2008 343 to 156 medium brown to light 
skinned. The only exception to this trend was Ebony in 1968 which featured more women with 
light skin than the other two shades and I will discuss the possible reason for this later on in 
this section.  
The skin color results echo the findings of Cayton and Drake that the ideal skin color for 
Black people is neither too dark nor too light, but somewhere in the middle (1945: 503). Again 
these representations support the idea of a trade-off, a light skinned woman may be seen as 
following the Eurocentric standard too closely while a very dark skinned woman still is not 
seen as an entirely acceptable beauty aesthetic. As a result a concession is made with a 
medium brown woman. Combined with straight or loosely curly hair as well as what is seen as 
an acceptably thin body a repetitive beauty aesthetic, almost a beauty template or formula, is 
revealed in the data. The existence of such a template seems to suggest that there is a right 
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way to represent Black/African American female beauty and in the process denies the 
existence of diversity within this group of women. 
 
I see these findings as reinforcing the idea that the beauty standards in these magazines 
are not Eurocentric or Afrocentric, but instead heavily influenced by both sets of standards to 
the detriment of the Black community. This combining or trade-off of standards does not 
send a positive message to Black female readers in a way that these magazines claim they are 
trying to do. Instead, these representations reflect the ongoing problems within our 
conceptions of beauty and how conflicting ideals about what is the norm are sold to 
Black/African American women. As a result, these representations form a beauty formula or 
template, that encourages Black women to embrace certain aspects of physical appearance 
associated with Blackness, such as medium brown skin color, while downplaying other 
aspects, such as overly kinky hair or being heavier set. This template then reinforces the idea 
that there is a specific way to represent “Blackness” and that it is the same for all Black 
people everywhere. This representation serves to further promote the vision that Black 
women are a monolith and the only way to be seen as beautiful as a Black/African American 
woman is to follow the formula. To further highlight this idea I will now speak of specific 
examples showing how conflicting beauty ideals, or the beauty standard trade-off, worked in 
these magazines, starting with body shape and size. 
 
Body Shape and Size 
 
In terms of body shape and size, what I saw was not necessarily a celebration of heavier 
set Black female bodies, but instead advertisements that pushed for weight loss. In one 
advertisement for the insurance company State Farm that appeared in the 2008 versions of all 
three magazines, two darker skinned women are presented one unsmiling and the other looks 
The Beauty Standard Trade-Off 36 
 
neutral. The first woman is middle aged with a straight, short cut. She wears makeup, earrings, 
and a suit.  She  stares  off  into  the  distance  with  the words  “I  can’t”   next to her in a textbox 
and  in  another  image  the words  “Challenge  I  can’t” next to her in a textbox (Figure 9).  The 
other advertisement features a younger dark skinned woman. She has long straight Black hair, 
wears makeup, a long-sleeved blouse and next to her a textbox that says “Challenge the baby 
weight” (Figure 10).    
Figure 9: Jet 2008-June 2
nd
 50 Millions Pound Challenge/State Farm Weight Loss 
Advertisement, Model Unknown  
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=pDsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary
_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Figure 10: Ebony July 2008- 50 Million Pound Challenge/State Farm Weight Loss 
Advertisement, Model Unknown 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
 Both of  the  representations  insinuate that  Black  women  who  are   heavier set are 
unhappy with their situation and heavily concerned with their weight. These ideas are in 
direct contrast to the works of Makkar and Strube (1995) and Jefferson and Skate (2009) 
who found that Black women were more at ease with their body image because of the 
differing standards of beauty within the white and African American communities. The 
fact that these women were also both darker skinned connects to larger ideas about Black 
women as being deviant. Not only are these women failing to adhere to Eurocentric ideals 
because of their weight, their skin color, unlike the more acceptable medium brown tone, 
further presents them as the other. The beauty trade-off works in these advertisements in 
the fact that both women also wear their hair straight. Even though they transgress 
Eurocentric norms with their body shape and size and their skin color, they conform to the 
norm in terms of their hair.  
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Representations of plus size women that were not connected to weight loss though 
positive representations in that sense, failed to be fully positive representations because they 
often did not show a full body shot of the woman. For example in the February 2008 issue of 
Essence as well as the June 16, 2008 issue of Jet, singer/actress Queen Latifah is seen selling a 
line of CoverGirl cosmetics aimed at women with darker skin tones called the CoverGirl 
Queen Collection (Figure 11). Although Queen Latifah is a plus sized woman, the 
advertisement for the makeup cuts her off at the top of her shoulders. Her full face, with 
makeup, and hair that is worn straightened and in an updo are fully visible. One could argue 
that because it is a makeup advertisement and one generally wears makeup on the face, the 
body of Queen Latifah is not important. But in another advertisement for CoverGirl in the July 
28, 2008 issue of Jet, singer Rihanna is presented selling a line of lip glosses (Figure 12). Her 
full face with makeup and straightened hair are also seen, but unlike Queen Latifah we are 
shown the full shoulder of Rihanna, who is an average sized woman. 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=ojsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=g
bs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Figure 11: Jet 2008-June 16
th
, CoverGirl Queen Collection advertisement, singer/actress Queen 
Latifah 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=HzsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=
gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Figure 12: Jet 2008- July 28
th
, CoverGirl Advertisement, singer Rihanna 
 
These small differences in representation for the same type of product subtly reinforce 
ideas about what is the ideal and therefore can be represented more prominently, as is the case 
with Rihanna’s makeup ad, and what is less than ideal, as is the case with Queen Latifah’s 
makeup advertisement.  The beauty standard trade-off works in these examples much in the 
same way it did in the previous examples of the weight loss ads. For Queen Latifah, her non 
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normative body is literally hidden, while features that are more normative, such as straight hair 
and a face enhanced with makeup, are prominently featured. Rihanna’s more normative body 
shape and size is made even more normatively beautiful by the addition of straight hair and 
makeup. Concessions like these makes their physical presentation more acceptable for both the 
Eurocentric and Afrocentric standard but at the same time calls into question whether or not 
these magazines are really representing the diversity of beauty of African American women. 
 
Skin Color 
As mentioned, medium brown skin was the most prevalent skin tone in all magazines 
except for Ebony in 1968. This one exception seems strange especially since the creator of 
Ebony stated he started the magazine as a means of providing happy images of Black people 
for Black people. However, his idea of happy, as mentioned in a video interview, seemed to 
mean financially successful Black people. As shown in his critique of the Black bourgeoisie, 
E. Franklin Frazier (1957) stated that they, the bourgeoisie, were derived from the mixed 
raced progeny of interracial relations during slavery. As argued by Neal and Wilson (1989) 
and Cayton and Drake (1945), this mixed race heritage gave this portion of the Black 
population privileges that their darker counterparts were not privy to. These privileges, which 
extended even after the end of slavery, helped to create the wealth and capital that gave birth 
to the Black bourgeoisie. 
 
It seems that  this  is  the  portion  of  the  population  that  Ebony  and  Jet’s creator was trying 
to portray in the earlier versions of his magazines. Although the Black bourgeoisie were indeed 
of African descent, their lighter skin and other more Eurocentric features made them more 
acceptable to be represented even in Black publications. Haidarali (2007) echoes this idea 
stating that many magazines like Ebony and Jet were made not only to increase representation, 
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but to promote the idea of the Black middle class. At the time, this did include Black people of 
darker hues, but generally the images presented probably showcased those on the lighter end of 
the color spectrum. This may be because it was assumed that those of lighter skin tones were 
more likely to be of a higher socioeconomic status. This predilection for light or medium 
brown skin tones, although the magazines show this has become somewhat less overt as time 
has passed, pushes the idea that dark skin is something to be denigrated because it is contrary 
to the Eurocentric norm but also because it is associated with a lower social class. By 
representing Black/African American women that were light to medium brown, Ebony in 1968 
succeeded in combating the idea that being Black and being impoverished were synonymous. 
But in doing so, the representations in this year of Ebony also served to reinforce negative 
stereotypes connected to being of a darker skin tone. 
Even in cases when darker skinned women were presented, outside of the Mammy 
stereotype, they still are not entirely positive. For instance in the 2008 version of all three 
magazines, an advertisement for Vaseline brand lotion shows various parts of a dark-skinned 
woman’s body.  The  reader never sees  her face  or  hair,  but  instead  what  appears  to  be  the 
oiled   skin of her stomach and in another version of the advertisement her shoulder (Figure 13). 
This representation of dark skin serves to sexualize and objectify it, but not respect it. hooks 
(1999) argues that many modern representations of dark-skinned women often distort features, 
such as skin or lips, as a means of objectifying them (125). By presenting these women as 
exotic,deviant, and far outside the Eurocentric norm, these representations further serve to deny 
Black female beauty. Instead they connect it to sexuality, especially stereotypes of a particular 
strain of deviant Black female sexuality. These images of dark-skinned Black women, when they 
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do not evoke Mammy instead call to mind Jezebel. Neither woman is much respected within the 
African American community or outside it. 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Figure 13: Ebony November 2008- Vaseline Body Lotion Advertisement, Model 
Unknown 
 
I had thought before my research representations of dark skinned women in the2008 
magazines would not evoke these stereotypes because of the perceived racial equality 
brought to America through the election of Barack Obama. Surprisingly, the issues of all 
three magazines before 2008 did a better job of representing dark skinned women in fewer 
sexualized and objectified positions. For instance, in Ebony 1988 and Jet 1988, Fashion Fair 
cosmetics presented multiple ads of dark skinned women, fully clothed, and selling various 
shades of concealers and foundations. Essence 1988 had Jerlon hair products, in which 
multiple dark-skinned women were presented, hair professionally styled, fully clothed, and 
selling a myriad of hair moisturizing products. In the 1968 versions of Jet, a dark-skinned 
woman with a kinky afro was presented in a natural hair care advertisement smiling and 
representing an Afrocentric beauty aesthetic.  
However, even though these versions of the magazines presented dark skin in a more 
positive light they still participated in the advertising of skin bleaching and lightening 
products. One advertisement that was in all three magazines in 1988, was for a product called 
Esoterica fade cream. The title of the advertisement is “Steve never looked at me twice, so I 
got even”. It features a medium brown skinned woman with straight Black hair wearing 
makeup. She appears to be of average size and stares directly at the reader (Figure 14). 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=U7ADAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&sourc
e=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Figure 14: Jet 1988- May 9
th
 Esoterica Fade Cream Advertisement, Model Unknown 
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 The mini article that goes along with the advertisement tells the story of how the 
woman pictured met a man named Steve in her apartment building, but how he never paid her 
much attention until she used the product and effectively lightened and evened out her skin 
tone. This mini story uses words  such as “ashy dryness” to 
describe  skin  before  the use  of  the  product.  Not only  does  this   advertisement utilize hetero-
normative conventions about the importance of relationships, it insinuates that the woman in 
question was not beautiful before she used the product that contains some type of bleaching 
agent. Advertisements like these were featured in all the magazines even until 2008, with 6 
advertisements in Ebony 2008, 3 advertisements in Essence 2008 and 4 advertisements in Jet 
2008. Some were more open with what the product was, labeling it as skin bleach, while others 
called them fade creams and skin tone creams. Some of the ads, such as those for a product 
called Porcelana, featured light-skinned women with loosely curly hair (Figure 15) but a 
majority of these advertisements featured medium brown women. 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Figure 15: Ebony October1988- Porcelana Fade Cream Advertisement, Model Unknown 
 
These representations support the idea that a beauty standard trade-off is happening. It 
is medium brown skin and light skin that are the most valued while dark skin continues to be 
portrayed in a negative light. The messages sent through these advertisements to Black women 
about their skin are not uplifting but instead somewhat destructive and play into Eurocentric 
beauty ideals while seemingly pushing an Afrocentric agenda. The advertisements do this by 
not telling women to bleach their skin until they look like pale white people, but instead to 
keep some color with an emphasis on the word “some”. It is as if the magazines are saying “It 
is alright to be Black, as long as one is the right shade of Black”. With the addition of hair 
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type, these advertisements further solidify the confusing message sent by the beauty standard 
trade-off. 
Hair Type 
I had expected there to be multiple representations of straight hair in these magazines, 
but I did not expect to see as many hair relaxer advertisements as I did. They were seen 
throughout all of the magazines, throughout all of the time periods, and straight hair by far was 
the most represented hair styling that I found. Even advertisements that seemed to be selling 
hair products that could be used on kinky or curly hair, still read as if straight hair was the 
only  acceptable  styling option  for  Black  women. For instance, in an advertisement for Dr. 
Miracle’s hair products in Ebony October of 2008 (Figure 16), the reader is shown a medium 
brown woman smiling widely with straight hair that is shiny and has been styled with a curling 
iron. On the second page of the ad, three women are presented all looking distressed because of 
their hair. All three women appear medium brown with the first woman having straight stringy 
hair with frizzy roots. The second woman has bugged out eyes and seems to be screaming, she 
has what appears to be the start of red colored locs. The final woman has a frizzy loosely curly 
blonde afro and seems to be growling.  All of  the  women’s  hair looks dry and unkempt. The 
third page of the ad again shows the woman with the straight, silky and shiny hair. 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Figure 16: Ebony October 2008-Dr. Miracle’s Hair Products Advertisement, Models Unknown 
 
 
Although the advertisement is supposed to be selling hair products for all hair types, 
and the women presented on the second page of the advertisement represent different hair 
types, it seems that what is really being sold is a Eurocentric standard that straight hair is the 
best style. The idea that straight is right could even be seen in the 1968 versions of these 
magazines. Although Jet and Ebony in 1968 did advertise natural hair products, the majority 
The Beauty Standard Trade-Off 43 
 
of their representations still pushed the image of a woman, regardless of skin color, with 
straight hair. There were 203 representations of straight hair to 29 representations of kinky 
for Jet in 1968 and 494 representations of straight hair to 40 representations of kinky in 
Ebony 1968. The lasting precedence that straight hair, and relatedly loosely curly hair, has in 
the African American community can again be traced to slavery. Neal and Wilson (1989) 
and Patton (2006) all talk about this link, in which the hair that most closely resembled that 
of white people was the hair during slavery that was deemed better. These ideas have not 
gone away and instead serve as a means of  making  African  American  women 
the  “other”.  Weitz (2001) argued  that  a  woman’s hair is always judged by those around her. 
The kinkier hair texture of African Americans has often been deemed less professional than 
European hair (Caldwell 1991), dirty, and unkempt. 
 
It would make sense then that representations of Black female hair in these magazines 
reflect the social necessity of straight hair for the professional advancement of many in the 
community. I argue, though, that as a means of appeasing more Afrocentric beauty tastes the 
magazines add a comparative sprinkling of representations of curly and kinky hair to balance 
out the multitude of representations of straight hair. As mentioned earlier, even when there 
were instances in which I saw more kinky hair than curly hair, often curly hair and straight 
were presented the most often. Curly hair, I believe, is like medium brown skin color in that it 
presents a happy compromise. Not too Eurocentric, not too Afrocentric, but palatable for both 
tastes. This trend of presenting curly hair as beauty as opposed to kinkier hair serves to 
denigrate traits that are considered too Black in the same way that straight hair does. This 
trade-off, like the other ones I have detailed, further pushes the idea that there is an acceptable 
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form of Blackness. This form of Blackness panders to both Eurocentric and Afrocentric ideals, 
but in no way dismantles the unequal perceptions of beauty we still hold as a society. 
 
Conclusions 
 
What constitutes beauty may not be as elusive as was previously thought, but instead 
intimately connected with a society’s  dominant  values.  These values, which generally are 
those   held by the powerful in a population, then become the norms for everyone else. The 
culture surrounding beauty in America is one in which women are forced to believe that there is 
something inherently wrong with the way they naturally look and that it is of the upmost 
importance for them to fix these wrongs. This can only be done through the purchasing of 
beauty in the forms of makeup, hair care items, and the like. Along with these sexist 
assumptions, add in race and we come to the problem of beauty for Black/African American 
women. Often seen as the complete opposite to white women, Black women are forced to find a 
way to fit their form of beauty into the Eurocentric system. 
 
Black publications, such as Ebony, Essence and Jet were originally started as a means 
of showing Black people themselves through the lens of other Black people. Although this is a 
noble cause, these representations have not always shown the Black community as it really is, 
but instead continued to reflect the systems and beliefs of the dominant white American 
system. As a result, even into what is considered  “post-racial”  America,  representations of 
Black female beauty still partially rely on Eurocentric standards. This mix of the Afrocentric 
and Eurocentric in representations of Black female beauty in these magazines has not created 
harmony in which both aspects of African American identity, that is being of African descent 
but culturally American, come together to make the particular American brand of racism 
suddenly no longer relevant. This blending also known as the beauty standard trade-off has 
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instead created a formula for acceptable Black female beauty, in which an average sized, 
medium brown, straight haired woman is meant to represent what in actuality is a diverse 
community. Small concessions to other forms of beauty, such as having darker skin, kinkier 
hair, or being heavier set, though given do not really disrupt the system and in many ways 
reinforce negative ideas about physical attributes that are connected to Blackness. 
Until magazines such as the ones profiled in this thesis realize the damage that the 
message they send about Black female beauty can do, real conversations about the issue 
cannot be had. One solution to the problem would be to take advertising for these publications 
out of the hands of the dominant group and put it into the hands of Black people. This change 
of ownership would mean that those producing the images in magazines like Jet, Ebony, and 
Essence could more adequately assess the beauty in the diversity of the African American 
community because these people would be intimately connected to the issue. Advertisers, 
Editors, writers, and directors need to realize that the publication, though meant to target Black 
women and uplift them by representing them, does more harm than good if the images within 
their publications only reflect a Black version of a Eurocentric ideal. Real uplifting happens 
when Black women get to decide how Black women are represented. 
Like any study, my research has strengths and limitations. I will start with the 
limitations of my work. Although I was able to investigate a large quantity of magazines in 
total, there were issues of Jet, specifically November and December of 2008, and of Essence, 
May through December of 2008, that I could not access. There is also the fact that Essence 
was not created until 1970, meaning that I could not compare all three magazines over all 
three periods of time.  This affects the results in that they do not entirely represent how 
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Essence, Ebony, and Jet portrayed Black female beauty, but I believe that my study is a good 
start to a full study that includes those missing issues. 
Other limitations of my research lie within the variables I use to measure 
representations of Black female beauty. What constitutes certain skin tones, hair types, and 
body shapes and sizes may be different for each person based on a myriad of factors. For 
instance, although I decided what a light skinned woman looked like and what curly hair 
looked like for this study, other people may not agree with my delineations. My light skinned 
woman with curly hair may look like a medium brown woman with kinky hair to one person 
and my plus sized woman may look like and average sized woman to someone else.  The way 
in which I coded variables is another limitation in this study. I feel that the limitation in the 
way I looked at variables lies in the fact that I looked for the specific variables by themselves. 
That is to say, if there was an advertisement for body lotion and it only showcased the skin 
tone and body shape and size of a Black woman but did not show her hair I still counted that 
advertisement as part of my data. This means that the numbers between my variables do not 
necessarily match in all cases. But, I chose to code using this method because I feel that it 
was able to capture more representations of Black women even when what was being 
represented did not include all three of my variables. 
 I see the strength in my research in being that it compares and contrasts representations 
of Black female beauty in magazines in three important periods of time.  This thesis puts forth 
the idea of the beauty standard trade-off, in which representations of Black women even in 
forums like Ebony, Essence and Jet in which one would expect the most diverse and 
comprehensive representations of Black female beauty, often follow a template. The beauty 
template followed by Ebony, Essence, and Jet not only plays into larger beauty norms that 
circumscribe what is beautiful, but following the template also aids in the denial of the 
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diversity of the Black community. Black female beauty is more than just medium brown skin, 
average build, and straight hair, but a mix of genetic traits and personal style that has been 
shaped by complex political, social, and historical relations. 
 
Further research on this issue, could look at the affects that white ownership of Black 
magazines, such as the current case with Essence but not with Jet or Ebony, has on the 
representation of Black female beauty. That is to say, do white owners of these magazines that 
target a majority Black female audience have a say in deciding what representations of Black 
beauty is promoted in said magazines? Could the same case be argued when the magazines are 
Black owned, such is the case with Ebony and Jet, when the owners of the magazines come 
from a society that still subscribes to the dominant Eurocentric beauty ideal? Furthermore, 
how does gender play into the representations that magazine owners allow in their 
publications? Are representations of Black female beauty different when magazines like 
Essence, Ebony, and Jet are being led by a Black woman vs. a white woman? What about 
when these magazines are owned by a Black man vs. a white man? Do the representations of 
Black women change and if so how? 
  Another expansion of this thesis would be to look at all advertisements as well as 
articles and photo spreads in Ebony, Essence, and Jet. One could further investigate the 
dissonance between the purported message of publications and the messages that the images 
within such publications send to readers. To further examine gender and beauty, one might 
also look at how Black/African American men experience Eurocentric cultural norms when it 
comes to physical appearance and what is considered respectable for their public 
presentations. And, as a means of including the African Diaspora more research could be done 
looking at how representations of Black female beauty in Essence, Ebony, and Jet are received 
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outside of the American context. Seeing as all three magazines that I researched were started 
in America and generally seem to talk about the issues faced by African American women, a 
study on how Black people disconnected from the very specific historical and social context 
of the United States receive and interpret the images found in Ebony, Essence, and Jet would 
provide interesting insight into the rue diversity of the Diaspora. 
Moreover, I feel that more research should investigate how women negotiate 
expectations of beauty in their everyday lives. This is relevant to the literature because I think 
that it would solidify the idea that women’s relationships to beauty ideals are complicated 
ones. Finally, I see it as necessity and great addition to the current literature on beauty culture, 
to look at how women who are underrepresented in the literature find ways to resist 
Eurocentric beauty ideals in a manner that does not negatively affect their livelihood and at 
the same time allows them to incorporate their varied identities into standard beauty rituals.
 Research Appendix 
Appendix A- Examples of Coded Variables 
 
Skin Color 
 
Light-skinned  
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=6jwDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs
_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008 February 18
th
 Ebony/Fashion Fair Advertisement, Model Unknown 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony January 1988 Cover Image, Actress Jackée 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=264DAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs
_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1988 October 24
th
 Jet Beauty of the Week, Model Cindy Garcia 
 
Medium Brown  
(http://books.google.com/books?id=pDsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_su
mmary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008 June 2
nd
 Organic Root Stimulator Hair Products and Hair Relaxer, Model 
Unknown 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony March 1988 Pantene Hair Products Advertisement, Model Iman 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony March 1968 Cover Image, Actress Leslie Uggams 
Dark-skinned  
(http://books.google.com/books?id=jTsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs
_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008 April 14
th
 Cover Image, Actress Whoopi Goldberg 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony January 2008 Olay Quench Body Lotion Advertisement, Model Unknown 
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(http://books.google.com/books?id=UbgDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gb
s_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1968 January 4
th
 Raveen Au Naturalle Hair Products, Model Unknown 
Hair Type 
Straight 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony December 2008 Cover Image, Model Tyra Banks 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony February 1968 Ultra Sheen Hair Relaxer Advertisement, Model Unknown 
Kinky 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony January 1988 Virginia Slims Advertisement, Model Unknown 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=7DwDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=g
bs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008 March 3
rd
 Cover Image, Singer Erykah Badu 
Curly 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=pK4DAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=g
bs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1988 June 6
th
 Cover Image, Singer Latoya Jackson 
 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=izsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs
_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008 April 28
th
 Jet Beauty of the Week, Model Nicole Kelly 
 
Body Shape and Size 
Average Size 
(http://books.google.com/books?id=b7sDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gb
s_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 1988 January 18
th
 Cover Image, Actress Olivia Brown 
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(http://books.google.com/books?id=6jwDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gb
s_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008 February 18
th
 Cover Image, Singer Mary J. Blige 
 
Plus Size  
(http://books.google.com/books?id=mjsDAAAAMBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gb
s_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false) 
 
Jet 2008 October 20
th
 Cover Image, singer/actress Jennifer Hudson 
 
(http://www.ebony.com/archives#axzz2QvAXjz2R) 
 
Ebony March 1988 Uncle Ben’s Advertisement, Model Unknown 
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Appendix B-Data Tables 
Ebony Magazine (1968, 1988, and 2008) Totals 
 Totals 
Hair  
Straight 1428 
Kinky 126 
Curly 166 
Skin Tone  
Light 681 
Medium 868 
Dark 269 
Body Shape and Size  
Average 1586 
Plus Size 115 
 
Breakdown by Year 
Ebony 1968 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Straight 24 21 47 49 36 50 42 38 35 48 55 49 494 
Natural 2 2 2 3 2 3 3 3 0 8 10 2 40 
Curly 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 4 1 7 
Total 26 23 49 52 38 53 46 42 35 48 64 51  
 
Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April May  June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Light 13 15 19 34 22 30 23 22 26 32 37 24 297 
Medium 9 8 25 15 13 21 15 14 11 17 19 24 191 
Dark 6 2 8 8 4 3 10 7 7 8 12 6 70 
Total 28 25 52 57 39 54 48 43 44 57 68 54  
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Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Average 28 25 48 59 33 49 44 34 41 52 67 45 525 
Plus 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 
Total 28 25 48 59 33 49 44 34 41 53 67 45  
 
Ebony 1988 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Straight 27 48 42 42 56 42 36 49 35 43 41 42 503 
Natural 6 1 5 0 8 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 24 
Curly 8 7 6 5 7 8 6 9 9 8 8 4 85 
Total 41 56 53 47 71 50 43 59 44 52 50 46  
 
Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April May  June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Light 11 18 25 16 24 19 14 29 20 27 19 16 238 
Medium 24 30 27 29 41 31 22 26 19 18 24 29 320 
Dark 7 9 6 8 11 6 10 14 7 13 12 7 110 
Total 42 57 58 53 76 56 46 69 46 58 55 52  
 
Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Average 39 51 55 45 40 52 35 59 40 47 53 47 563 
Plus 1 3 2 3 6 2 0 3 4 4 1 1 30 
Total 40 54 57 48 46 54 35 62 44 51 54 48  
 
Ebony 2008 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Straight 29 35 40 34 35 39 35 22 39 36 48 39 431 
Natural 2 4 4 8 7 10 8 4 3 2 6 4 62 
Curly 8 6 5 4 4 8 9 3 6 11 5 5 74 
Total 39 45 49 46 46 57 52 29 48 49 59 48  
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Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April May  June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Light 8 11 9 12 18 22 16 3 9 12 15 11 146 
Medium 26 28 33 28 23 30 32 22 34 32 35 34 357 
Dark 8 11 9 8 5 7 7 4 10 6 9 5 89 
Total 42 50 51 48 46 59 55 29 53 50 59 50  
 
Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Average 37 44 41 38 39 49 45 27 46 44 51 37 498 
Plus 4 3 10 9 7 11 7 4 7 6 8 8 84 
Total 41 47 51 47 46 60 52 31 53 50 59 45  
 
Essence Magazine (1988 and 2008) Totals 
 Totals 
Hair  
Straight 740 
Kinky 59 
Curly 141 
Skin Tone  
Light 275 
Medium 503 
Dark 206 
Body Shape and Size  
Average 894 
Plus Size 67 
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Breakdown by Year 
Essence 1988 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Straight 39 40 30 35 53 61 50 59 61 66 49 40 583 
Natural 2 2 1 7 2 1 3 2 2 3 3 1 29 
Curly 2 12 6 7 14 11 14 12 11 11 6 8 114 
Total 43 54 37 49 69 73 67 73 74 80 58 49  
 
Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April May  June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Light 4 19 8 5 20 24 18 23 28 34 22 17 222 
Medium 26 23 22 37 37 36 33 41 30 35 32 31 383 
Dark 14 8 7 8 16 18 21 16 19 15 8 4 154 
Total 44 50 37 50 73 78 72 80 77 84 62 52  
 
Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Average 42 42 32 42 70 71 70 76 71 73 61 45 695 
Plus 1 5 3 3 4 5 2 2 4 6 3 4 42 
Total 43 47 35 45 74 76 72 78 75 79 64 49  
 
Essence 2008 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April Total 
Straight 22 43 54 38 157 
Natural 4 9 10 7 30 
Curly 1 7 8 11 27 
Total 27 59 72 56  
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Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April Total 
Light 7 9 20 17 53 
Medium 14 35 41 30 120 
Dark 8 16 16 12 52 
Total 29 60 77 59  
 
Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April Total 
Average 26 57 67 49 199 
Plus 3 5 8 9 25 
Total 29 62 75 58  
 
Jet Magazine (1968, 1988, and 2008) Totals 
 Totals 
Hair  
Straight 1399 
Kinky 111 
Curly 171 
Skin Tone  
Light 541 
Medium 958 
Dark 287 
Body Shape and Size  
Average 1564 
Plus Size 157 
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Breakdown by Year 
Jet 1968 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Straight 9 15 15 9 32 23 21 28 10 16 15 10 203 
Natural 4 5 5 3 0 0 1 2 1 2 4 2 29 
Curly 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 4 1 1 7 
Total 13 20 20 12 32 23 23 30 11 22 20 13  
 
Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April May  June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Light 8 7 10 6 13 4 3 9 9 18 10 10 107 
Medium 1 11 10 6 25 21 20 20 4 4 7 6 135 
Dark 4 6 4 2 1 0 0 2 2 5 7 0 33 
Total 13 24 24 14 39 25 23 31 15 27 24 16  
 
Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Average 9 8 11 9 23 22 23 24 12 24 24 16 205 
Plus 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Total 9 8 11 9 23 23 23 24 12 24 24 16  
 
Jet 1988 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Straight 63 71 51 63 60 57 48 53 41 62 67 65 701 
Natural 1 3 0 0 1 0 0 3 0 1 2 1 12 
Curly 7 8 6 10 10 4 8 6 10 7 3 6 85 
Total 71 82 87 73 71 61 56 62 51 70 72 72  
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Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April May  June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Light 25 38 21 36 35 20 10 22 14 24 19 14 278 
Medium 38 39 31 37 35 45 40 43 33 58 27 54 480 
Dark 10 7 7 4 6 4 7 8 8 17 7 6 91 
Total 73 84 59 77 76 69 57 73 55 99 53 74  
 
Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Total 
Average 69 80 55 71 70 63 62 67 53 88 68 77 823 
Plus 4 2 2 2 6 4 3 2 2 6 2 6 41 
Total 73 82 57 73 76 67 65 69 55 94 70 83  
 
Jet 2008 
Hair Type 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct* Total 
Straight 52 56 67 40 41 65 60 46 28 40 495 
Natural 4 6 19 8 8 7 5 5 4 4 70 
Curly 8 13 9 11 11 7 7 2 7 4 79 
Total 64 75 95 59 60 79 72 53 39 48  
 
Skin Color 
 Jan Feb Mar April May  June July Aug Sept Oct* Total 
Light 17 20 20 15 11 15 19 19 14 6 156 
Medium 34 42 53 26 22 45 38 32 18 33 343 
Dark 15 15 22 22 28 20 14 8 10 9 163 
Total 66 77 95 63 61 80 71 59 42 48  
 
Body Shape and Size 
 Jan Feb Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct* Total 
Average 54 58 80 62 51 63 54 48 30 36 536 
Plus 12 13 17 10 9 16 14 6 7 11 115 
Total 66 71 97 72 60 79 68 54 37 47  
*Representing data from the first two weeks of October 
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Totals across Magazines 
Ebony and Jet (1968) Totals* 
 Totals 
Hair  
Straight 697 
Kinky 69 
Curly 77 
Skin Tone  
Light 404 
Medium 326 
Dark 103 
Body Shape and Size  
Average 730 
Plus Size 2 
*Essence not created until 1970 
 
Ebony, Essence, and Jet (1988) Totals 
 Totals 
Hair  
Straight 1787 
Kinky 65 
Curly 284 
Skin Tone  
Light 738 
Medium 1183 
Dark 355 
Body Shape and Size  
Average 2081 
Plus Size 113 
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Ebony, Essence, and Jet (2008) Totals* 
 Totals 
Hair  
Straight 1083 
Kinky 162 
Curly 180 
Skin Tone  
Light 355 
Medium 820 
Dark 304 
Body Shape and Size  
Average 1233 
Plus Size 224 
*Jet data representing January through the first two weeks of October 
Grand Total across Ebony, Essence and Jet (1968, 1988, and 2008)* 
 Totals 
Hair  
Straight 3567 
Kinky 296 
Curly 478 
Skin Tone  
Light 1497 
Medium 2329 
Dark 762 
Body Shape and Size  
Average 4044 
Plus Size 339 
*No data for Essence 1968 featured, was not in existence 
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